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Abstract 
The five works of Stephen Crane I cho s e  to discuss in this thesis 
are: "The Open Boat, " "A Mystery of Heroism, " "The Blue Hotel," Maggie: 
A Girl of the Streets, and The Red Badge of Courage. All of these works 
are representative of the fictional vis ion of Stephen Crane. A 
persistent theme that Crane us�s in virtually all of his stories is the 
relationship between the human and the natural worlds. The world of 
nature is one of indifference. It shows no interest in the activies of 
mankind, and is, in fact, incapable of doing so. But Crane's characters 
often make the mis take of thinking of nature as either a safe refuge for 
them to hide away in, or as a violent world that is bent on destroying 
them. In the five works mentioned above Crane explores in-depth the 
struggles of humanity as it attempts, or not, to come to terms with both 
the natural world and the social world. In two of the stories, "The 
Open Boat" and The Red Badge of Courage, the characters progress through 
a series of stages until they come to a realization about their own 
ins ignificance in the face of a powerful yet indifferent force. They 
survive, though, by forming a bond of human fellowship that provides the 
comfort, companionship, and support that is needed as they attempt to 
exist in the world. In the other three works, "A Mystery of Heroism, " 
"The Blue Hotel," and Maggie, there is no fellowship developed between 
characters and the social world in which they live is bleak and harsh. 
No les sons are learned in these three stories as the characters refuse 
to acknowledge their insignificance and even go s o  far as to treat the 
natural world with contempt. They believe in their own self-importance 
and shun the fellowship of humanity. 
I discuss "The Open Boat" first becaus e  it is a good representative 
of the theme of this paper. The characters all come to a realization of 
their insignificance and find comfort in the bond that is established 
between the men. "A Mystery of Heroism" is next because man is given a 
chance to learn from an act of compassion that happens during a moment 
of fear but he completely ignores it because he is too caught up in his 
own self-importance. "The Blue Hotel" shows the insignificance and 
pettiness of men as they play their childish games in the face of an 
all-encompassing storm. Maggie: A Girl of the Streets .is a dismal 
story that offers no hope to humanity. Crane paints us a picture of a 
humanity that is living by false moral codes and expectations. Nature, 
in the end, is a way of escape for Maggie, but no problems are solved 
and her death is meaningless. I end with The Red Badge of Courage 
because it strikes a somewhat hopeful note for humanity instead of the 
dirge that is played in Maggie. Henry Fleming not only comes to terms 
with his own insignificance and with the indifference of nature, but 
also learns of the importance of human solidarity as it is what helps 
him to make it through the battles he has to fight. 
The problematic relationship between the human and the natural 
worlds is a persistent theme in virtually all of Stephen Crane's stories 
and novels. Crane's characters often view nature as either a peaceful 
savior or a powerful life-threatening force. The characters are either 
running to nature in order to escape from the pressures of society, or 
they are trapped in a world of violent nature that is seemingly bent on 
destroying them. In other words, the characters often make the mistake 
o f  personifying nature into e ither a peaceful, accepting entity, or a 
vicious, vindictive being. According to Crane's ultimate fictional 
vision, however, nature is neither of these. Nature is simply 
indifferent to any human activity. In such works as "The Open Boat" and 
The Red Badge of Courage, Crane creates his most complete representation 
of the human struggle to confront the natural world. Once the 
characters understand the indifference of nature and realize their own 
insignificance in the face of this powerful force, they sometimes turn 
to each other in order to find comfort and companionship. They form a 
bond o f  human fellowship in an attempt to survive as best they can. 
Moments of contemporary social solidarity, however, according to the 
vision o f  Crane, are seldom seen. Men alienate themselves within an 
ailing society and lose their capacity for compassion. 
The five works discussed in this paper are "The Open Boat," "A 
Mystery of Heroism," "The Blue Hotel," Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, 
and The Red Badge of Courage. I examine "The Open Boat" first because 
it is a good example of Crane 's philosophy of man being able to come to 
terms with his own insignificance and the indifference of nature. In 
the story, four men in a small boat struggle against the forces of 
nature, and, through a series of stages, come to accept its indifference 
and their place in the universe. In "A Mystery of Heroism," Crane takes 
a slightly different perspective, focus ing on the actions of one man who 
reacts foolishly to the challenge of his regiment. Here we see men 
waging war against each other and nature, as is illustrated by the 
bombing of a peaceful green pasture for no apparent reason. Once again 
nature remains indifferent. The characters learn no lessons as they 
focus on their own fear and pride and ignore the one act of compass ion 
in the story. In "The Blue Hotel," Crane paints perhaps his bleakest 
picture of society. As nature swirls and eddies around the Blue Hotel, 
swallowing it up in an all-encompassing storm, man acts out his 
insignificant and fateful games inside. When the storm should have made 
the men feel small and weak, they feel superior to it because they can 
survive in it. I then turn to Maggie: A Girl of the Streets, because 
it is a progression from the bleak setting of "The Blue Hotel," to the 
dismal streets of the Bowery Section of New York City. Crane tells the 
story of Maggie and her family, and of the circumstances of Maggie's 
life that lead to her prostitution and eventual death in the river. 
Nature, in this story, is thought of as a relief from life by Maggie. 
The waters prove to be just as indifferent, however; nothing is solved 
and everything goes on exactly as it did before. I conclude with The 
Red Badge of Courage, because it is the most complete vision o f  Crane' s 
philosophy of the human and the natural. During the course of the 
story, Henry Fleming is able to come to terms with his own 
insignificance and with the indifference of nature. He also learns the 
importance of human solidarity as it becomes a source of strength for him 
during the battles that his regiment fights. 
Nature vs Society 
in the Works of Stephen Crane 
In "The Open Boat, " Crane explores the realm of man's insignificance in 
the face of a greater, more powerful force, in this case, the sea. 
I 
Crane isolates four men in a small boat in the middle of a vast and 
turbulent ocean, leaving them cold, bare, and helples s  to face nature on 
their own. Their boat is small, the oars are fragile and, the men fear, 
ready to break, and each wave threatens to swamp the boat. The four men 
have been isolated in a world over which they have no power. They are 
not in control of their destinies, neither are they in a po sition to use 
what little power they have. They are helples s and at the mercy of a 
greater force, nature. 
The boat and its occupants can be seen in at least two different 
ways. The first way is a literal view of a small boat stranded in the 
ocean with several men trying to save themselves from drowning in the 
sea. The other allegorical interpretation is to see the boat and its 
occupants as symbolic representations of society and the individual. 
The men inside the boat have developed, out of neces sity, a community. 
Surrounding them is a ho stile world in which the men must struggle to 
survive. The boat is representative of humanity, surrounded by a world 
over which they have no power. The men in the boat must learn to work 
together in order to survive. To alienate thems elves from each other 
would only decrease their chances for survival. Like the boat, society 
is surrounded by a world that is sometimes violent and ho stile. Human 
alienation only makes survival more difficult. 
In depicting the struggle against the forces of nature, Crane 
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emphasizes the puniness and ins ignificance o f  man in comparison to the 
forces o f  the universe. It is through the eyes of the correspondent that 
we receive most of our information concerning their struggles at sea. It 
is through him that Crane shows the insignif icance of man and the 
indifference o f  nature. The correspondent comes to realize the 
ind ifference of nature through a series of stages. During the first 
stage, the men in the boat viewed nature as an enemy. It was cruel, 
hateful, and something which they had to fight and conquer in order to 
live. The waves are described as being "most wrongfully and barbarously 
abrupt and tall, " (Crane, Open Boat 340) with crests that "snarled. "  
Each wave they encountered "was not d ifficult to imagine that this 
particular wave was the final outburst of the ocean, the last ef f ort of 
the grim water."(Crane, Open Boat 341) They also perceived other 
aspects of nature as being against them. The seagulls they encountered, 
which are usually viewed by sailors as a sign of hope, became "somehow 
gruesome and ominous. "(Crane, Open Boat 342) They had "black bead like 
eyes," and "were uncanny and sinister in their unblinking scrutiny." 
(Crane, Open Boat 342) 
As the boat nears land for the first time they become confident of 
themselves. They light cigars and "judge well and ill of all 
men. "(Crane, Open Boat 346) They are not allowed to land, though, and 
all on board feel cheated and angry. The correspondent cries out 
against fate, angry with the injustice o f  it. They are, as Leedice 
Kissane states, like mice in a trap. Kissane implies that Crane equated 
the men in the boat with lower life forms. "As a crowning ind ignity he 
is equated with forms of animal life: 'The tower was a giant with its 
back to the plight of the ants. ' In the famous outcry 'Why was I 
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allowed to come so  far and nibble the sacred cheese of life?' the 
speaker parallels himself by implication with an insignificant 
mouse."(412) And when the men are not allowed to land Kis sane writes: 
"The mousetrap figure mentioned above demonstrates the most wanton 
cruelty of all, for just as the timid victim approaches the very stuff 
of life, the fatal trap is sprung." ( 4 12-13 ) The correspondent cries 
out indignantly against his fate, but his cry echos o ff the empty water. 
It is here, according to Eric Solomon, that "man's ego istic reason 
attacks the perversity of nature and fate."(167) His sense of injustice 
is useles s,  though, because nature (or fate as the correspondent sees 
it) i s  indif ferent to his plight. 
The second stage in the correspondent's realization o f  the 
indiff erence o f  nature occurs when he begins to view nature as not 
necessarily cruel, but, as Kissane puts it, "irresponsibly, chancily 
menacing." (413) He no longer views nature as angry; it has allowed him 
to live this long, but it is taking chances with their lives by f orcing 
them out to sea to spend the night. As their views on the ocean/nature 
change, so do the descriptions of the sea: "The particular violence of 
the sea had ceased. The waves came without snarling." (Crane, Open Boat 
351) They have not quite accepted the idea of the indifference of 
nature yet for there were still occasions when the water would come 
growling into their boat. A night at sea was too risky for the likes of 
the correspondent, and he still retained some anger, repeating again, 
"If I am going to be drowned - if I am going to be drowned • • •  " 
(Crane, Open Boat 3 5 2) The shark is also considered a risky chance by 
the correspondent. It appears quickly and mysteriously, playing the 
role of a dealer of death. It flits around the boat, slashing the water 
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like a knife as easily as it could have slashed one of the men. Kissane 
states, "The shark is an appropriate cutting agent, and the severing of 
a man's life by its agency is  as utterly a matter of chance. When the 
shark veers away as casually as it came, the hit-or-mis s  quality of fate 
is underscored." (413) 
It is shortly after this that the correspondent reaches the final 
stage of his realization about nature. "When it occurs to a man that 
nature does not regard him as important, and that she feels she would not 
ma im the universe by dispos ing of  him, he at first wishes to throw bricks 
at the temple, and he hates deeply the fact there are no bricks and no 
temples. Any visible expression o f  nature would surely be pelleted with 
his jeers. " (Crane, Open Boat 353) In his self-pity, the correspondent 
becomes almost childlike, further reducing his state. He wishes to 
strike back at something, to show his importance, to be spiteful. But, 
"if there be no tangible thing to hoot" • • •  he wants to confront some 
person or god, saying, "yes, but I love myself." Re searches for an 
answer but realizes that "a high cold star on a winter's night" is the 
answer. It is something that is unreachable and unchangeable. It 
cannot be questioned and must therefore be accepted as it is. The 
correspondent accepts his fate. There is some comf ort, however, in that 
the other men in the boat have also come to this realization and that it 
is something they share in common with one another. It is unspoken, but 
they are no longer individually alone. They have come together in 
fellowship and have drawn upon each other 's strengths to help themselves 
to survive. 
The correspondent's lesson is further reinforced the following 
morning as they head into the beach. The correspondent is calm. Nature 
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"did not seem cruel to him then, nor beneficent, nor treacherous, nor 
wise. But she was indif ferent, flatly indif ferent. "(Crane, Open Boat 
3 5 5) The waves now no longer growl at all. They come rushing in and 
swamp the boat, but there is no longer any malicious intent to them. 
When the boat is swamped, the correspondent paddles leisurely towards 
the shore. He no longer fights against nature, but instead, 
contemplates his possible death: "I am going to drown? Can it be 
possible? Can it be possible? Can it be possible?11 (Crane, Open Boat 
3 5 8 )  He is resigned to his fate, whether it is to reach the shore and 
live, or to drown in the surf. Of the four, only the oiler does not 
survive. He had done more to insure the safety of the little boat than 
any other. He is a competent sailor and is swimming strongly and 
rapidly the last we read o f  him. He is seemingly the best, but he is 
the one to die. Richard Adams states, "There is nothing malignant in 
this, nor is there anything f riendly, or indeed anything at all 
resembling a human emotion." ( 4 23 )  The oiler dies not because o f  a 
vindictive intent on the part of nature, nor do the others survive 
because nature has somehow blessed them. The oiler dies simply because 
he dies. The others survive simply because they do. It is ironic that 
the oiler is the one who dies, but he does. "The welcome o f  the land to 
the men from the sea was warm and generous; but a still and dripping 
shape was carried slowly up the beach, and the land's welcome f or it 
could only be the different and sinister hospitality o f  the 
grave. "(Crane, Open Boat 359) 
The f our men in the boat, most noticeably the correspondent, have 
come to a slow realization of the indif ference o f  nature and the 
insignificance of man. Through their unspoken commradeship and the 
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acceptance of their fate they are able to survive. They have come to 
the realization o f  their place in a vast and all-encompassing univer se. 
They have learned that they are not in control of their destiny as they 
thought they were, but instead, are at the mercy of a far greater force. 
The four men have realized their unimportance, but by drawing together 
as a group, they have found comfort and a sense of belonging in one 
another. 
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In "A Mystery of Hero ism," one o f  Crane's better war stories , we are 
given a vivid description of war. We see f ields explod ing, men dying, 
charges and countercharges, artillery weapons dealing out their deadly 
load, and the turmoil that is  man at war. Amidst all this chaos, though, 
Crane focuses on the s ituation o f  one man, Fred Collins of A Company. 
Collins, because o f  his mentioning his thirst, is prodded by the other 
men into getting water from a well in a f ield that is  being heavily 
shelled. Because o f  hi s pride and his feeling that he has to prove 
s omething, he places himself in a situation where he could very eas ily 
be killed. When he makes it back with the water he is cons idered, both 
by himself and his company, to be a hero. It is  not hero ic however, in 
that his action was prompted by feelings of pride and self i shness. His 
one hero ic act, which is overlooked by both Collins and the regiment, 
occurs when he returns to give the wounded lieutenant a drink o f  water. 
He had returned for this purpose despite his fears o f  death, and this  
was a more heroic act than his run for the water, which was prompted by 
pride. But, even this act is rendered somewhat meaningless because the 
lieutenant apparently dies anyway, a victim o f  man's meaningless war. 
Nature, despite the chao s of the war, i s  indi f ferent to the ways of  
society. At the beginning o f  the s tory, in the midst of all the death 
and destruction, there was a peaceful little meadow: "Sometimes they o f  
the infantry looked down at a fair little meadow which spread at their 
feet. Its long green grass was rippling gently in a breeze." (Crane, 
Mystery 21 9 )  Soon, though, the field becomes heavily bombarded: "For 
the little meadow which intervened was now suf fering a terrible 
onslaught o f  shells. Its green and beautiful calm had vanished utterly. 
Brown earth was being flung in monstrous handfuls. And there was a 
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mas sacre of the young blades of gras s."(Crane, Mystery 220) For no 
apparent reason the field gets heavily shelled. It is as if man were 
trying to conquer nature as he would other men: "The wounded officer 
who was riding across this expanse said to himself: 'Why, they couldn't 
shoot any harder if the whole army was mas s ed here!"(Crane, Mystery 220) 
Nature, however, is unaffected by this  show of man, and man's actions 
become meaningless. Despite his best efforts and his strongest show of 
force, nature proceeds on in the same slow, indifferent way that it 
always has .  When Collins makes it to the well and peers into the water 
he finds that it is calm, dark, and undisturbed. The water is even 
smooth enough to reflect his image. When he tries to fill the canteens 
the water "f illed with a maddening slownes s."(Crane, Mystery 224) He 
screams out his rage, but, "The stupid water derided him," and filled at 
the same rate, unaffected by his anger, the same way nature is 
unaffected by the puny efforts of man. 
Man is made to look even more ins ignificant by the way in which he 
is compared with animals. Several times Crane compares man directly to 
animals, and in this story, almost exclusively to horses. When Collins 
is getting set to head for the well the regiment gathered around him and 
inspected him as if he were a racehorse: "When they inspected him 
carefully, it was somewhat like the examination that grooms give a horse 
before a race. " (Crane, Mystery 222) Crane does not give this horse much 
intelligence, though. As a man, he should be able to realize that he is 
more than likely going to die and should therefore avoid the situation. 
But, like an animal, he has been led blindly to the slaughter: "He had 
blindly been led by quaint emotions, and laid himself under an obligation 
to walk squarely up to the face o f  death. "{Crane, Mystery 223) He is in 
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a dazed state, and, like a horse with blind er s on, cannot clearly see or 
realize what he has done. As he moved out into the field the "long 
animal-like" regiment followed him with their "four hundred eyes. " They 
too, seem incapable of rational thought. They allow Collins to risk his 
life without try ing to stop him. Like animals, they stand mute, capable 
only of watching. 
The actual horses involved in the battle best exemplify the 
meaninglessness of man's actions . It is their job to drag the artillery 
pieces into position and then stand facing the battle ready to move the 
pieces at the soldiers' command. The horses are under the iron control 
of these humans, who, in their dominance, have made these animals 
sacrifice their lives for them: 
And at that interval to the rear where it is the bus iness of 
the battery horses to stand with their no ses to the fight, 
awaiting the command to drag their guns out of the destruction, 
or into it, or wheresoever these incomprehensible humans 
demanded with whip and spur - in this line of passive and dumb 
spectators, who se fluttering hearts yet would not let them 
f orget the iron law of man's control of  them - in this rank of 
brute soldiers there had been relentles s  and hideous carnage. 
From the ruck o f  bleeding and pro s trate horses, the men of the 
inf antry could see one animal raising its s tricken body with its 
forelegs and turning its no se with mystic and pro f ound eloquence 
toward the sky. (Crane, Mystery 221) 
The soldiers have f orced these "brute s oldiers" by whip and spur into 
battle. They have the horses' loyalty, but the s oldiers have gained it 
by exercising an iron control over the horses which the horses are 
incapable o f  forgetting. They do what the soldiers force them to do, 
but the horses have no comprehension of why they do it. They are dumb 
spectators, just like the animal-like regiment of  men who watch Collins 
walk into what would appear to be almost certain death. They do not 
understand why he is do ing it, and neither does Collins, who feels like 
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he was forced and prodded into doing it by the other men. 
On his way back to the regiment, Collins runs by the wounded 
lieutenant who he thought was dead. The lieutenant raises himself up to 
ask f or a drink of water: "When wild-eyed Collins came running, this 
off icer raised himself . His face contorted and blanched from pain, he 
was about to utter some great beseeching cry. " (Crane, Mystery 225) He 
is like the horse in the above passage that raises its stricken body 
with its forelegs and turns his nose towards the sky. He rode into 
battle as he was told to do, never questioning, but blindly obedient. 
And now, like the horse, he raises himself on his arms and prepares to 
utter a great beseeching cry, but instead, he simply calls, 'Say, young 
man, give me a drink of water, will you?"(Crane, Mystery 225) Collins, 
at first, is too terrified and continues running. But then he turns and 
comes back: "But Collins turned. He came dashing back. His face had 
now turned gray, and in his eyes was all terror. 'Here it is! here it 
is!" (Crane, Mystery 225) This is Collins' true heroic act. Despite 
his fear of death, he returned to give the dying man a drink of water. 
By showing compassion for the lieutenant, Collins became a hero, 
although he does not realize it. His one act of unself ish connnradeship 
with the officer joined him briefly with the fellowship of man. But the 
lesson is not learned and he returns to the regiment, none of whom 
noticed his act of bravery with the lieutenant. 
Nature is calm and indifferent despite the efforts o f  man to 
dominate both himself and everything around him. Even those conscious 
attempts at being heroic are meaningless because in the end they amount 
to little or nothing. Truly heroic moments go unnoticed because no one 
considers them to be important. Man's moments of compassion become 
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meaningless because there is no les son learned. Collins learns nothing 
when he stops to give the lieutenant a drink because he does not 
consider his act o f  compassion important. What he believes to be 
important is that he made it back all right. Everything else is merely 
secondary. 
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In "The Blue Hotel," Crane brings into play a much sharper contrast 
between the pettiness and ins ignif icance of man a nd his actions and the 
forces of nature. The world of man exists ins ide the hotel and the 
saloon.It is where they play their games and act out their roles. These 
men are at constant odds with each other. They have no s ense of 
fellowship. They s truggle with each other over small and ins ignificant 
matters. Outs ide, the world of nature swirls and eddies around the 
hotel and the town of Fort Romper, indifferent to the men ins ide. By 
showing us the meaningles s  and senseles s action o f  both the men in the 
hotel and the saloon, Crane po ints out the ins ignif icance and pettiness 
of man. 
Crane begins by showing us the pettiness of the men within the 
hotel. Scully, the proprietor, had painted the hotel a bright blue 
color in order to make it stand out from the res t  of the town. The blue 
was a bright, garish color that "was always screaming and howling in a 
way that made the dazzling winter landscape of Nebraska seem only a grey 
swampish hush. " (Crane, Blue Hotel 484) According to Eric Solomon, "The 
hotel is neither Eastern (travelers accustomed to the brown-reds and 
dark greens of the Eas t  laugh at the s ight of the Blue Hotel when they 
pass on the train, laugh in shame, pity, and horror) nor western (the 
rest of the town is colorless, gray); it is a world unto itself. 'It 
stood alone on the prairie" • • .  (259) Therefore , it becomes an is olated 
island, just like the boat in °The Open Boat. " The men ins ide, however, 
do not draw together as do the men on the boat. Here, there is only 
tension and hatred. The men stand individually alone, lost in their own 
self-importance. The bright color of the hotel also helps to po int out 
the pettines s  and childishnes s  of Scully. It is an absurd color and 
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used solely for the sake of  being an attention grabber: " • • •  and it was 
not to be thought that any traveler could pas s the Palace Hotel without 
looking at it."(Crane, Blue Hotel 484) It was also Scully's practice, 
as if the Hotel did not speak f or itself, to entice anybody he saw 
getting off o f  the train t o  spend the night in his hotel. Scully wanted 
the attention, though, so as to say, "This is my hotel and I'm a 
gracious host." Like a child, he wanted attention and credit for what 
he had done. When he escorts the cowboy, the Easterner, and the Swede 
to the basins of water he makes the three men think of  him as a 
benevolent man: "It was notable that throughout this series of small 
ceremonies the three travelers were made to feel that Scully was very 
benevolent. He was conferring great favors upon them."(Crane, Blue 
Hotel 485) His actions are petty in that he strives to show the three 
travelers that he is an important, gracious man. 
Once inside the hotel, we begin to realize that it is also not real, 
if we compare it to the traditional image of the west. Eric Solomon 
states ,  "The setting is strange, to be sure, but in its childishness it 
is a parody of the traditional atmosphere of Western f iction. Here men 
gamble, as in Western tales, but not for money; here men f ight, as 
always in Western f iction, but not with guns - rather, with their fists. 
And in myth and reality alike, 'the law of the west' permitted a gun (or 
knife) in protecting one's self, but fighting with fists on fo ot was 
demeaning and not for white men." ( 260) The men inside the hotel defy 
the stereotype of the silent Westerner. As a matter-of-fact, they do 
very little but talk, and little else that f its the picture the Swede 
carries around in his head. Re has been reading dime novels and is 
working from the assumption that these novels are an accurate 
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portrayal of the way the west really is. When the Swede first enters the 
hotel he brings with him all of his fears. He begins to lose control 
when the first thing he sees is a card game - a classic western scene 
where many a man has lost his li fe. He brings, in his mind, a savage 
impress ion o f  a world of violence and sudden death. According to Eric 
Solomon, the hotel is exactly the oppos ite. "Here games are for fun, 
fighting cons ists of fisticuf fs, drinking is from clandestine bottles 
hidden from the wife and daughters - who in themselves violate the 
maleness o f  the western setting, where women in a bar are not wives and 
daughters. The Blue Hotel leads the Swede as far astray as do the dime 
novels, for reality exists somewhere in between."(261) 
The Swede, despite the obvious fact that this hotel is nowhere near 
the image o f  the west he sees in his mind, pers ists in making it that 
way. He finally f orces a f ight when he catches Johnnie cheating at 
cards. The Easterner recognizes the pettiness and s illiness of the 
fight while trying to keep Johnnie and the Swede apart: "As for the 
Easterner, he was importuning in a voice that was not heeded: 'Wait a 
moment, can't you? Oh, wait a moment. What's the good of  a fight over 
a game of cards? Wait a moment--" (Crane, Blue Hotel 496) The two men 
are fighting over something that is insignificant, unimportant - a game; 
the Swede, because of  his fear of an imaginary world and his need to 
conquer it, and Johnnie because of his desire to win. The Easterner 
cries out in a voice that goes unheeded, which is often the case when 
man is trying to prove himself important and dominant. The Easterner, 
in this case, knows that Johnnie cheated and that the Swede has a valid 
po int. But, as he points out at the end of the story, he refused to 
stand up for the Swede. "Johnnie was cheating. I saw him. I know it. 
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I saw him. And I refused to st and up and be a man. I let the Swede 
fight it out alone. "(Crane, Blue Hotel 506) lf the Easterner had said 
something, perhaps t he whole incident could have been avoided. Instead, 
the Swede cont inues to feel alone and is olated. He feels that he must 
now conquer this world in order to survive. 
In the saloon, the fight is  over something even more insignificant. 
When the gambler refuses to drink with him, the Swede grabs him by the 
throat to force him to d o  so. The gambler reacts by stabbing the Swede 
and he dies a meaningless death. By forcing an issue that had no point 
to it and by pretending to be something he was not, a real westerner, 
the Swede provoked a fateful course of events. The gambler is also at 
fault for what happens. He overreacts to the situation by doing what 
was typically expected of a Westerner, especially a gambler, in such a 
situat ion. The Swede's anger was aroused when the men at the table 
would not allow him into their company. As long as the Swede was at the 
bar and paid no attention to the men at t he table he was fine. Once he 
showed an interest though, "Instantly the men in some subtle way encased 
themselves in reserve. "(Crane, Blue Hotel 503) They had no des ire to  
allow him into their company, therefore isolat ing the Swede just as the 
men in the hotel had done. Society, the society of the men at the 
table, would not let him enter. Here, however, he tries to force his 
way in and, in the end, pays the penalty. The Swede was dominant in the 
world of the Blue Hotel, which was not the real western world he 
believed it to be, and he was theref ore over-confident. However, he 
ironically meets his death in a world that is just as unrealistic as the 
world of the Blue Hotel. The Swede's first impression of the west is 
the Blue Hotel, which he mistakenly thinks is the real west. By 
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conquering that world the Swede believes he has conquered the west he 
has read about in his novels. However, the world in the saloon is 
completely the opposite of the world in the Blue Hotel, although it is 
just as unrealistic. The men in the s aloon are living the lives of 
stereotypical westerners. They portray in their lives, especially the 
Gambler, what the Swede has read in his books. The Swede ironically 
meets his death in a world very s i milar to the ones in his novels, and 
one which he thought he had conquered. 
As the men leave the hotel to fight, the s illines s  of their actions 
and the strength of nature become evident. "Scully threw open the door. 
'Well, come on, 'he s aid. Instantly a terrific wind caused the flame of 
the lamp to struggle at its wick, while a puff of black smoke sprang from 
the chimney-top. The stove was in mid-current of the blast, and its 
voice swelled to equal the roar of the storm. Some of the scarred and 
bedabbled cards were caught up from the floor and dashed helples sly 
against the f arther wall. The men lowered their heads and plunged into 
the tempest as into a sea." (Crane, Blue Hotel 497) Johnnie's cheating 
at cards was the whole reason for the fight, and when be initially 
lunged at the Swede he took care not to knock the board over: "It 
happened that Johnnie, in rising to hurl himself upon the Swede, had 
stumbled s lightly because of his curiously ins tinctive care for the 
cards and the board." (Crane, Blue Hotel 495) The humans had valued the 
cards and board and had taken care - that is, until the fight - not to 
harm them. Nature, on the other hand, valued neither the cards nor the 
importance man placed on them. When the men opened the door to go 
outside and fight, the cards were promptly "dashed helplessly against 
the farther wall," much in the same way man could be. After the door is 
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open the men "lowered their heads and plunged into the tempest a s  int0 a 
sea. " Swirling around the hotel is a vas t  ocean of snow . Like the men 
in "The Open Boat," who, if they were to leave the shelter of the boat, 
would be completely submerged in the sea, so too are these men 
completely surrounded by nature. The ferocity of the storm illus �rates 
man 's puniness and insignif icance. It would be impo s s ible f or man to 
fight against such a force. 
When the group does get outside, the men have to struggle against 
the storm to be heard: 
"Scully smote him reproachfully on the arm. 'Tut, man!' he 
yelled. The wind tore the words from Scully's lips and scattered 
them far alee. 
'You are all a gang of-' boomed the Swede, but the storm also 
seized the remainder o f  this sentence. "(Crane, Blue Hotel 497) 
They are unable to communicate because of the ferocity of the storm. 
Eric Solomon states that, "The wild storm comments on man's puniness and 
stupid verbosity by tearing the words out of their mouths and scattering 
the valueless arguments out of hearing. "(266) It is senseless for them 
to be out in the storm fighting over such a trivial matter. They place 
such an immense value on their sense of importance and desire to 
dominate one another (might makes right) that they are willing to risk 
their lives in order, in effect, to prove nothing. 
While the Swede is on his way to the saloon, Crane stated that the 
storm should have reminded him that men are nothing but lice: "One 
viewed the existence of man then as a marvel, and conceded a glamor of 
wonder to these lice which were caused to cling to a swirling, 
fire-smitten, ice-locked, disease-stricken, space-lost bulb. The 
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conceit of man was explained by thi s storm to be the very engine of 
life. One was a coxcomb not to d ie in it. "(Crane, Blue Hotel 502) In 
the face of this great storm, the Swede should have felt, if anything, 
small. Instead, he becomes more conceited. He feels more pleasure than 
pain from the wind an� driving storm. He has conquered the false 
western world that he was so afraid of. He is so caught up in his pride 
and arrogance that he does not realize that his stature is indeed small, 
even minuscule, when compared to the savage force of the storm. When he 
arrives at the saloon, the lamp outside colors the snow red - the color 
of death: "In front of it an indomitable red light was burning, and the 
snowflakes were made blood-color as they flew through the circumscribed 
territory of the lamp's shining." (Crane, Blue Hotel 502) Instead of 
being met with the blue that represents the hotel and, since he was able 
to conquer it, life, he is met with the color red, which is symbolic of 
death. Here he finds, if not necessarily a more real world, for it is 
also an extreme, a more savage world. The reader is forewarned of the 
death that waits inside, but the Swede enters oblivious, full of 
conceit. 
The world inside the saloon is almost completely the oppos ite of 
that in the Blue Hotel. The bartender is indifferent and dreamy and the 
men at the table are encased in reserve. They want no part of the Swede 
and they do not want to play games. He forces his company on them, 
though, trying to show his dominance. "There was a great tumult, and 
then was seen a long blade in the hand of the gambler. It shot forward, 
and a human body, this citadel of virtue, wisdom, power, was pierced as 
easily as if it had been a melon. The Swede fell with a cry of supreme 
astonishment." (Crane, Blue Hotel 505) The Swede, full of confidence 
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that he is in control of the situation, had tried to force the gambler 
to drink with him, sure of his succes s. He could not conceive of the 
poss ibility that he might die. When he is stabbed, when he realizes his 
vulnerability, he lets out a "cry of supreme astonishment. " The passage 
has a double meaning, though. When man realizes that he is capable of 
being killed, of being pierced as eas ily as a lowly melon, he is 
astonished, for he conceives of himself as this all-powerful being. 
When he recognizes his ins ignificance, however, it is usually too late, 
as it was with the Swede. 
In "The Blue Hotel," human actions look meaningless and 
insignificant in the face of nature. While man wages his petty scuffles 
and arguments, nature swirls just outside, capable of consuming them 
all. Yet, the men continue to think of themselves as important. Unlike 
"The Open Boat," where the men f ind comfort and meaning in their lives 
because they draw upon one another for strength, even in the face of 
nature, the men in the Blue Hotel f ind only emptiness and isolation. 
They are too caught up in their own worlds to realize the lesson that is 
to be learned from nature. 
Parker 20 
In Maggie: A Girl o f  the Streets, Crane approaches man's 
insignificance from an almost entirely social point of view. Maggie 
takes place entirely in the Bowery section o f  New York City. The st ory 
revolves around one family consisting of five members. Two members die 
fairly early (Tommie and the father) , and the rest of the members -
Maggie, Jimmie, and the mother, Mary - participate in the remainder of 
the story. A simplistic and not altogether accurate summary of the 
story would be the tracing of the events that lead to the downfall 
(prostitution) and death of  the girl, Maggie. I say not altogether 
accurate because we have to look at several other aspects of  the story. 
We have to look at the romantic and idealistic world Maggie lived in; 
the narrow view and double st andard by which Maggie's mother, brother, 
and neighbors lived; and the indifference of the people on the streets. 
Also, the meaningless f ighting and brutality as well as the coldness and 
insensitivity of the characters all are directly involved in Maggie. 
Within the city man places such emphasis on his own importance that he, 
bet ter than nature ever could, illustrates his own insignificance by 
forgetting his fellow man as he climbs the ladder of success. The 
higher the cities grow, the littler man becomes. Lars Ahnebrink states, 
"In great cities like New York and Chicago, with their towering 
buildings and bustling life, man felt keenly his littleness and 
unimportance. "(219) As man built his societies and bustling cities the 
emphasis gradually shifted away from society itself and was placed more 
on the individual instead. Man became so involved in surviving and in 
looking out for himself that the importance of a society for the 
betterment of humanity was forgotten. Society, which was meant to aid 
mankind, instead became the t ool that separated humanity. Solidarity 
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was forgo t t en in the daily s t ruggle f or survival .  
Maggie and her f amily live in a t en ement bui l d ing in the Bowery that 
"Quivered and creaked from the we ight o f  humani ty s tamping ab out in i t s  
bowels . " ( Crane , Maggie 142) The image of  the wor ld that Crane shows us , 
though , i s  blurred and unre al . We s e e  the fir s t  f our chap ters o f  Maggie 
through the eyes o f  Jimmie . J immie s e e s a wor ld o f  harshn e s s , brut ality , 
and crue l savagery . We mee t  J immie as  he s tand s atop a rock pile  in 
de f ense o f  Rum Alley : "A very l i t t le boy s t ood upon a heap o f  grav e l  for 
the honour of Rum Alley . He was throwing s tone s  at howlin g urchins from 
Devil's Row , who we re c irclin g  madly about the heap and p e ltin g  him . His  
infan t i l e  count enanc e was livid with the  fury o f  b a t t le . His  small body 
was wri thing in the d e l iveran c e  of  oaths . " (Crane , Maggie 137) To 
Jimmie , he i s  f i gh t ing for the honor of Rum Al ley , but he is  ac tually 
s t anding on top o f  a gravel  heap f i gh t ing for rocks . As Donald P i z e r  
argue s: "By j uxtasposing t h e  value o f  honor and the reality o f  a very 
l i t t l e  b oy , a heap o f  gravel , and Rum Alley , Crane sugge s t s  that the 
idea of honor is inappropriate to the real ity , that it s e rves t o  
disguise  from the par t i c ipan t s  in the f ight that they are engaged in a 
vic ious and p e t t y  s cuffle . " ( 3 36) The ins ignificance of  the f i ght i s  
emphas ized b y  the ind ifference o f  t h e  people around the fight . "From a 
window o f  an apartment hou s e  that upro s e  from amid squat ignorant 
s t ab l e s  there leaned a curious woman . S ome labourers , unloadin g  a s c ow 
at a dock at the river , pau s e d  for a moment and regarded the f i ght . The 
engine er  o f  a pas s ive tugboat hung laz ily over a railing and wat ched. 
Over on the i s l and a worm o f  yellow convic t s  came from the shadow o f  a 
grey ominous building and crawled s l owly alon g  the river ' s  bank . "  
(Crane , Maggie 1 3 8 )  This pas sage shows u s  the t rue cond i t ion o f  the 
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area for which J immie fee ls "honour-b ound," t o  f i ght , and a l s o  the 
lud icrousne s s  of his v i s ion. The s e  pe ople are compl e t e ly ind ifferent to 
his predicament . Joseph Brennan sugge s t s  that " • • .  it s ounds a 
s i gni f ic an t  and p e rvas ive theme of the nove l ,  human indi ffe rence t o  
human suf f e r ing; t h e  b loody f ight of t h e  back-a lley gangs may prov ide 
some momentary d i s t rac t ion for the curious or the b ored , but it  
apparent ly t ouch e s  the s e  human spe c t a tors no  more deeply than tha t . "  
( 3 2 9 )  J imm i e  views hims e l f  unrealis t i c a l ly as the champion of  Rum 
Alley , f i ght ing in d e f ense of and for the honor of the Al l ey . At leas t 
in his mind , he t ake s the meaningl e s s  scuffle  and makes i t  int o  
s om e thing important and worth d o ing . 
J innnie a l s o  provid e s  us wi th a d e s cript ion of  the t enement building 
they live in . "Eventual ly they entered a d ark r egion where , from a 
care ening bu i l d ing , a d ozen gru e s ome doorways gave up loads of babie s to  
the  s t r e e t  and the  gut t er . A wind o f  e ar ly autumn raised ye llow dust  
from cobb l e s  and swirled it agains t a hund red windows • • • • • •  F inal ly the 
proce s s ion p lunge d  into one of the grue some d oorways . They crawled up 
dark s ta irways and along c old , gloomy hal l s . " (Crane , Maggie 141-43) 
Jimmie s e e s  a world that i s  ful l  o f  fear , hunger , and savagery and i t  is  
refle c t e d  in hi s descrip t ion . The " grue s ome d oorways "  and " dark 
s tairways" repre s ent t o  h im the fear and pa in that  awai t  him on the 
ins ide . L ike animal s  that l ive in cave s , so too  do the s e  people who 
only pret end to b e  more . Their ideals and aspira t i ons  do l it t l e  more 
than create an unrea l i s t ic world tha t i s  ful l  of pe t t ine s s  and 
s e l f i shne s s . Wh i l e  it is not  nec e s sarily their fault , they do lit t l e  t o  
change it . Jimmie wil l  receive a b ea t ing not b e c au s e  h i s  mother fears 
for his s afety and is  puni shing him for d i sobeying her , but be cause  he 
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t e ars his cloth e s  when h e  figh t s  and she d o e s  not want t o  mend them. 
Acc ordin g t o  Brennan , " one wonders too , when the father shout s at 
Jimmie , 'Leave yer s i s t e r  alone on the s t re e t , '  whe ther it  is  to 
J immie ' s  poun d in g  of  Maggie  or to the pub l ic ity o f  it that he is re ally 
obj e c t ing t o . " (Brennan 3 25) 
rul e s  supreme . 
They are l iving in a world where the s elf 
In chapter four , J immie took a j ob as a t ruck driver and " invad ed 
the turm o i l  and tumb le  o f  the d ownt own s t r e e t s . " ( Cran e , Maggie  1 5 3 )  
While o n  the t ruck , J immie p icture s hims e l f  a s  s ea t e d  on a throne , 
s t aring down a t  the rabb le  o f  humanity . Peop l e  on foot b e c ame nothing 
more to him than nuisan c e s . "Foot pas s engers were mer e  p e s t er in g  flies  
with an ins ane d i s re gard for  the ir legs  and h i s  c onvenience . He  could 
not comprehend the ir de s ire to cro s s  the s t r e e t s .  The ir madne s s  smote 
him wi th e t ernal amazemen t. He was cont inual ly s torming at  them from 
his thron e . He sat  a loft  and denounced the ir frantic  leap s , plun ge s , 
dive s , and s traddle s . " ( Crane , Maggie 154)  The mas s  of humanity tha t 
"dove and plunged beneath his horse ' s  hooves" a c t  susp iciou s ly like 
animals . J immie i s  placed , ironically , in a p o s i t ion that is above the 
re s t  of humanity . He looks down at mankind and s t o rms at them for the ir 
stupidity . He  give s no compass ion and exp e c t s  none in return . He  d o e s  
n o t  cons ider h im s e l f  a s  b e ing a part of  them . J immie hims e l f , however , 
i s  j u s t  as  animal i s t i c  as  the r e s t  o f  m ankin d . On a daily b a s i s  Jimmie 
would enter int o  quarre l s , some t ime s violent one s , with other drivers 
and ped e s t rians in order to s o lve such meaningful que s t ions as who had 
the right of way . " . • •  and the r e s t  o f  the world was composed , for the 
mos t  part , of d e s picable creatur e s  who were  a l l  trying to take advantage 
o f  him , and with whom , in d e f enc e , he  was ob liged  to quarre l  on all 
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po s s ible  occas ions . " ( Cran e , Magg ie 1 5 3 ) J imm i e  ha s p l a c e d  a c ertain 
amount of s i gn i f ic an c e  on something tha t is pe t ty and in s i gn i f icant, as 
he d id at the b e g inn ing o f  the nove l with the u r chins f r om D ev i l ' s  Row . 
Where he s t ood upon a h e ap of  gravel before , now he s i t s  upon a wagon 
and fanc i e s  himse lf t o  b e  b e t t er than th e re � t  of humanity . The wagon 
is his sky s craper . H e  perc e ives that "Providence  had caused it  to  be  
c learly written that he  and h i s  t e am had the inalienab l e  r i ght t o  s tand 
in the proper path of the sun-chariot and i f  they so  mind e d , to  ob s truc t 
i t s  mi s s ion or take a whe e l  o ff . "  (Crane , Maggie 1 5 4-5 ) If s ome one 
oppo s e d  this view ,  J immie then felt  it was his respon s ib i l ity , perhap s 
even his  duty , t o  s t ep down from his  throne and do bat t le with them . 
His d e lusions of granduer on ly hide from hims e lf ,  and the r e s t  o f  
human ity , the fac t  that , j u s t  as  it was when h e  was a chil d , he is  
involved in meaningle s s  f i gh t s  over ins ign i f icant ac t ion s . By 
convin c ing thems e lve s that what they do is inde e d  glor ious and 
mean in gful , mankind only enhance the ludicrousne � s  o f  the ir act ions  and 
show that the ir e f f o r t s  t o  glorify and en lighten themse lves has only 
s e rved to empha s iz e  the p e t t ine s s , ins i gnif ican c e , and e s s entially 
animal nature o f  the ir b ehavior . 
As nature follows the rul e  of survival o f  the f i t t e s t  and only the 
s t rong survive , so d o e s  J immie and the re s t  of humanity . Early on in his  
t ruck d riving days , J immie made  the d e c i s ion that he woul d  be  an 
immovab l e  obj ec t  in the s t re e t s  of  the c ity i f  he s o  d e s ired , except , of 
cours e ,  whenever a larger obj e c t  or man dec ided otherwi s e : "He re solved 
never to move out of the way of anything unt il formidab l e  c ircums tanc e s  
or a much larger man than h ims e lf forced him t o  it . "  (Crane , Maggie 1 5 4 )  
Wi th larger men J immie would move only a f t er h e  h a d  fough t  them , and 
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then only after  h e  had b e en b e a t en s evere ly enough t o  d e c id e  
c ircums tanc e s  warranted  h i s  moving his  truck . Ther e  were on ly two 
forc e s  that J immie deve loped re spe c t  enough f or that he wou ld generally 
move whenever they wished i t . The two f orc e s  wer e  the police  and 
firetrucks . The police  were the only one s  c apab le  o f  de throning 
him • • •  "who , occas iona lly used to  cl imb up , drag h im from hi s p erch , and 
punch him . " (Crane , Maggie 1 53) In a wor ld where s tr ength rul e s  supreme , 
J immie ha s l earned to  fear the police b ecau s e  they wie l d  more powe r than 
he  does . On ly s omeone s tronge r  than Jimmie could drag him from his 
throne . He wou ld c limb down to f i ght p e d e s tr ian s and other drivers , bu t 
tho se  we re vo luntary c a s e s  o f  Jimmie lowering h ims e l f  to the ir level . 
The police wou ld forcib ly remove Jimmie . 
Jimmie a l s o  f e ared the c ity ' s f ire-tru cks . "As one charged t oward 
his truck , he would drive f earfu lly upon a s idewalk , threaten ing unt o ld 
people with annihilat ion . " (Crane , Maggie 15 5 )  The f ire en gine , b ecause 
of  its  bru t e  f or c e , ( " I t  had b e en known t o  ove rturn a street-car . " ) 
forc e s  J immie t o  respect it . Joseph Brennan b e l ieve s that "Taken in 
isolat ion the f i r e  engine may b e  re garded  s imp ly as  a symb o l  of 
irre s i s t ib l e  b ru t e  forc e , the only fact wh i ch J immie can e i ther re spec t 
or admire , f or that alone can t ouch h i s  soul wi th fear . "  (330 ) J immie 
even goe s  so  f ar as to admire it . "A f ire-engine was enshrined in his 
heart as an appalling thing he loved with a d i s t ant , dog-like 
devotion . " (Crane , Maggie 155) He admired it  from a dis tance be cause it 
was safe that way . Jimmie views the f ire-engine a s  the s tronge s t  o f  the 
s trong and as s ome thing that he was not c ap ab l e  o f  drawing closer  t o . 
Jimmie admire s and fears those  things that have power over or are 
capable of d ominat ing him .  In Jimmie ' s  world this princ ipl e  ho lds t rue . 
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The s t rong e s t  ru l e  on the s t r e e t s  throu gh fear and i nt imidat ion . They 
f i ght s imply b e cause they l ike t o  en force the ir autho r i t y  and to  prove 
tha t they are men . The more figh t s  they have the more it is proof of  
the ir manhood . Pete  is  a man in the eye s o f  Maggie  because he 
manhand l e s  d runks in the bar where he works . J immie f e e l s  s trong and 
powerful when he c l imb s down off  o f  the perch of  his wagon to  man fully 
c onte s t  the right  o f  way . J iunnie ' s  wor ld i s  full o f  needle s s  violence . 
In the natural world , f i ghting is  for survival . I t  is  a mat t e r  of life 
or d eath , not a mean s  o f  en tertainment . There  i s  a d i f f e renc e  wh en one 
animal kil l s  another animal for food , and when J immie or P e t e  f i ght . 
There i s  violen c e  in the natural world , but i t  i s  a form of violence that 
is nec e s sary for survival . It  cannot be  morally condemned . J immie and 
Pete ' s  v i o l enc e , on the o ther hand , can b e  mora lly condemned b e c ause it  
only leads to  f ear , pain , and isolat ion . It  on ly e s t ab lishes soc ial 
al ienat ion in a s o c i e ty all ready sorely lacking in c omp a s s ion . In the 
natural world ther e  is no pleasure or remors e  in f i gh t ing or death . 
Jimmie and P e t e  gain pleasure through a good f i ght . 
The p i c ture s and impre s s ions we get  of the B owery and the l ives that 
are led the r e  are o f t en distorted . On a physical  leve l we are shown this 
in many way s . The charac t e r s  frequent ly p e e r  through e i ther smoke or 
b lurred glas s , thus giving them a d i s t orted  percept ion of reality . 
Milne Ho l t on argu e s :  "Reality is  never s e en c l e ar ly in the s e c ond half 
of Maggie . Chara c t e r s  are o f t en drunk , or c onfused by rumor . S c ene 
after s c en e  t ake s plac e in bar , beer ha l l , or theat e r . The air is 
cont inual ly smokey , and images are blurre d  by glare or 
darkne s s . " ( 4 7 )  However , the charac ters ' l ive s are j us t  as d i s torted as 
the percept ions of the ir physical surroundings .  They are all caught up 
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in the ir imaginary wor l d s  o r  d i s t orted  percept ion s  o f  rea l i ty . The 
mo ral and e thic a l  code by wh ich they l ive is total ly out of  proport ion 
to the reality of the i r  environment . They b e l ieve (wi th Ma ggie ' s  fami ly 
as a n  example)  in the ideal that the home i s  the c enter  and mos t  
important part of the ir l iv e s , with the ·family drawing s t rength from on e 
another as an unit . Ac cording to  Donald Piz e r , "The moral values he ld 
by the Johnsons are drawn almo s t  ent irely from a midd le  c l a s s  e thic 
which s t r e s s e s  the home a s  the c enter  of  virtue , and respec tab i lity as 
the primary moral  goal . "  (337) In other word s , one should never do 
anything that  would b r ing shame upon the f amily . On one leve l the 
Johnsons believe in thi s  moral code , but in prac t i c e  they c e rtainly do 
no t f o llow it . They s t rike the pose s of moral i ty for the s ake of 
appearing moral , not b e c au s e  they have any actual d e s ire to be moral . 
They adhere to an e thic that a c lo s e ly knit  family would adhere to , but 
they fail becaus e  they do not have the compass ion or d e s ire to be a 
lovin g  family . The f amily as the center o f  virtue e sp e c ially does  not 
hold true for the John s ons . The violence and hyprocrisy that happens to 
the children ins ide the Johnsons ' apartmen t is o f t en much wors e  than 
what happens to them out side  o f  it . It  is  o f t en d ir ec t ly attributable 
t o  what happens to  Mag g i e  and Jimmie . I t  is  ins id e  the home where 
Jimmie and Maggie l ive and l earn what  the ir world i s  l ike . I t  is  here 
that Jimmie become s  s o  cold and aggres s ive . I t  is  from his mother that 
he learns to be so hypocrit ical . It is from the f amily and the life 
that her family make s h e r  l ead that Maggie wants s o  d e spera t e ly to 
e s c ape from ,  and whi ch l e ads her down the road t o  d e s t ruct ion . There is 
no solidarity to  this f amily , or to  the society in which they live . The 
children , especially J immie , learn from the home t o  look out for the ir 
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own b e s t  intere s ts . 
I t  is from this false  midd l e  cl ass  e thic tha t the doub le s t and ard of  
the mother , J immie , P e t e , and the neighbors , arises . Both her mo ther and 
her brother , J immie , re j ec t  Maggie  in the end because  of her threat to 
the ir respe c t abi �ity . The two o f  th em fail t o  realize  that they 
thems e lve s have no r e sp e c t ab i l ity . J immie has b e en gu ilty o f  doing to 
other gir l s  what has b e en d on e  to  Maggie , and the mo ther i s  the one who 
forced Maggie int o  the s itua t ion in the first  place by throwin g her out 
of the home and then re fus ing t o  l e t  her re turn . And even if they had 
any claim to respec t ab i l ity it would s t il l  be out of place  ins ide  the 
environment in whi ch they l ive . The Johnsons l ived in a wa r z one . All 
around them waged the same viciousne s s , ins en s i t ivity , vic e , and strife 
that they experience d  and created  in th e i r  own home . True morality 
would  b e  very much out of  place in this type of s e t t ing ; there fore a 
pose of morality is  c omp l e t e ly c on trary t o  the reality that exis t s . 
Donald Pizer state s :  "The moral po s e s  adopted  by the J ohns ons and by 
Pe t e  have no r e lat ion t o  reality , however , s inc e the home and the bar 
are parallel  s e t t ings of warfare rather than o f  virtue . " ( 3 3 8 )  By 
a t t empt ing to cre a t e  the i l lus ions of mora lity and of the ir 
s e l f-importance the Johnsons i l lu strate the ridiculou sne s s  and 
ins i gnificance o f  the ir l ive s . There is  no s o lidarity or c ompas s ion , so  
there is no true mora l ity . 
The morali s t ic at t itude o f  the John s on s  i s  not f rom any s incere or 
d eep-s eated s en s e  of their own b e l i e f s , but is for the sake of the 
ne ighbors .  Pizer argue s :  "The key to the morality of  the Bowery is 
therefore i t s  s e l f -d ec e iving the a t ricality . Tho s e  expre s s ing moral 
s en t imen t s  do  so as  though p layin g  a role b e fore a real or imp l ied 
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aud ienc e . " (Piz er  3 3 8 )  They ad opt mora l s  b e c ause they b e l ieve it is  what 
is expe c t ed from them . P i z e r  also  sugge s t s : "The rol e s  bring social  
approbat ion , and they  are  al s o  sat i s fying b e c ause  the  playing o f  them 
b e f ore an aud i en c e  enc ourage s a gra t i fying emo t i ona lism or 
s e l f-j us t i f i c a t ion . " ( P i z e r  3 3 8 )  When Maggie returns home a f t er Pe t e  has 
re j ec t e d  her she is gre e t e d  by her mother , J immie , and an aud ienc e of 
curious neighbor s :  
"Maggie ' s  mother pac ed to  and f ro , addre s s ing the doorful o f  
eye s , expounding like a g l ib showman . H e r  vo ice  rang through the 
buildin g . ' Dere she s t and s , '  she cried , whe e l in g  suddenly and 
point ing with a dramat ic f inger . ' Dere she s t and s ! Look ut her ! 
Ain ' she a dandy ?  An ' she was s o  good as to  c ome home t eh her 
mudder , she was !  Ain ' she a b e aut ' ?  Ain ' she a d andy? ' 
The j e ering cr ies  ended in ano ther burst  o f  shri l l  laughter . 
The girl s e emed to  awaken . ' Jinnni e  ' 
' He drew has t i ly back from her . ' We l l , 
yeh? ' he said , his  lips curl ing in s corn . 
his  brow ,  and his  repe l l ing hands expre s s e d  
contamination . 
Maggie turned and went . 
now , yer a t ing , ain ' 
Radiant virtue s at upon 
horror of 
The crowd at the door f e l l  back pr e c ipitately . A baby falling 
down in front o f  the door wrenched a scream like that o f  a wounded 
animal from its mother . Another woman sprang forward and picked it 
up with a chivalrous air , as i f  res cuing a human b e ing from an 
oncomin g expr e s s  train . " (Crane , Maggie 203 ) 
J immie and the mother react th is  way b ec au s e  o f  the pre s ence o f  an 
aud ienc e . Pizer  ar gue s : "Each cris i s  in the J ohns on family is  viewed 
by ne i ghbors who comprise an aud ien c e  which encourages the Johnsons t o  
adopt moral po s e s . In the s c ene in which Maggie i s  cast  out , both 
Jimmie and Mr s .  Johnson are aware of  the ir need to  play the ro l e s  o f  
outraged virtue i n  respons e to the expectation s  of the ir 
aud ienc e . " (Pizer 3 3 8-9 ) Maggie i s  therefore driven from her home and 
into  a l i fe of pro s t itut ion and then premature death because  of  
a morality imp o s e d  on her not j us t  by the f amily but  by her ne ighbors a s  
wel l . Al l around them i s  corrup t i on and vice which the John s on s  and 
Parke r 30 
the ir ne ighbors  part ic ipa t e  in and enc oura ge on a daily b a s i s . I t  is a 
way of  l i fe f or them . They l ive in a world whe r e  morals are o f t en s e t  
as ide , o r  where morals app ly to  o thers , but not to thems e lve s .  Ma g g i e  
is a vic t im of  th i s  type of  moral ity . She , b ecause of her  de s ires  and 
dreams , i s  s educ e d  by Pete . Unwi l l in g  t o  adj u s t  t o  and accept  her l i f e  
i n  the Bowery , Maggie s earched f or and found an e s cape i n  P e t e . Re was 
s trong , pro t e c t ive , and apparently led the l i fe of  d inn e r s  and thea t e r s  
that Maggie wanted (he at l e a s t  h a d  two d i f f e rent suit s ) . Maggie  hurt 
hers e l f , though , in that the more invo lved wi th P e t e  and his  dreamworld 
sh e b e c ame , the less  ab le she was t o  t o lerate reality . Milne Holton 
sugge s t s : "For her fantasy had b e en indulged t o  an extent that she can 
no longer tolerate  the rea l ity of her environment . And it  is  this 
ins t inct  t o  avoid a confrontat ion with reality whi ch leads dire c t ly to 
her s e duct ion and then to  her death . " ( 4 9 )  She l e aves reality and enters  
her dreamworld under the protect ion o f  P e t e . Even Maggie has fal len 
back to the anima l i s t ic ins t inc t of " only the s t ronge s t  survive , "  when 
she began to regard P e t e  as  her pro t e c t or . " She  thought o f  her former 
Rum Alley environment and turned to  re gard P e te ' s  s trong pro t e c t ing 
f i s t s . "  ( Crane , Maggie 1 8 9 )  P e t e  i s  later  re ferred t o  by Maggie as 
having "man-subduing eyes . "  When Pe t e  no longer pro t e c t s  her , Maggie is 
lost . She is  unab le t o  re turn to  her f amily b ecau s e  of  their mora l  
condemnat ion ,  and P e t e  wi l l  have nothing t o  do  with h e r  b ecause , i n  his  
mind , she threat ens the respec tability of h i s  b ar . Neither o f  the po s e s  
o f  morality forced upon h e r  have anything to  do  with the reality of  the 
Bowery . Ne ither view is b a s e d  upon virtue , but they are founded only 
upon meaningle s s  ges ture s in pursuit o f  inappropriat e ideal s . 
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Maggie , in the end , connnits  suicide . Unable t o  deal with the 
reali ty of her existence , she ends it in the dark , ind i f f erent waters of 
a river : "At the feet  of the tall bu ildings appeared the deathly b lack 
hue of the river .  Some hidden factory sent up a yellow glare , that lit  
. for a moment the wat e rs lapp ing oilily against t imb ers . The varied 
sounds of  life , made j oyous by distance and s e eming unapproachab l eness , 
came faintly and died away t o  a silenc e . " ( Crane , Maggie 2 1 1 )  Maggie 
f inds r e l i e f  in the waters of the river . The r iver is  cold , 
ind ifferent , and even uncaring , but it i s  a release from the moral 
hypocrisy and animalistic b ehavior of the c i ty . At the r iver there is 
no judgment or false dreams , only dark qui e t  wat ers . It is indifferent 
to her prob lems , but it creates no new one s  for her . It  does not curse 
and condemn her for be ing a pros t itut e , it j ust  f lows along on i t s  path , 
indifferent t o  the p light and suffering of  mankind . But , for Maggie , 
this is  a release . The indifference is  b e t t e r  than the c ondemnat ion . 
In Maggie Crane h ims e l f , however , can be s e en as condemning many 
instanc e s  o f  false mor ality . False morality s t ar t s  when someone 
violate s  a moral code and is condemned by ind iv i duals who have more than 
l ikely b e en gui l ty o f  the s ame short c oming . Crane writ e s  that "The 
girl , Maggie ,  blossomed in a mud-puddl e . "  I t  is not Maggie ' s  phys ical 
environment that led t o  her d ownfall . Crane ' s  p o int is , Donald Pizer 
sugge st s , " that Maggie came through the mud-puddle of  her physical 
environment untouched . I t  is only when her environment b e c ome s a moral 
force that she is d e stroye d . " (340) Crane maintains Maggie ' s  innocence 
throughout the novel .  She has , in f ac t , c onnni t t ed no s in o ther than her 
mis take in thinking that P e t e  was the man of her dreams . In her attempt 
to e scape the world of Rum Alley , she mis t akenly enters int o  an ident ical 
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world . Maggie has n o  c oncept ion o f  doing anything wrong . In her eyes 
she wa s only trying to be happy . She is condemned and punished for her 
e f forts , however , and never given a chance to redeem herse l f . She t akes 
her life in the waters o f  the city river , hoping that there she will 
find peace and an e scape from her prob l ems . She e s cape s int o nature in 
the sense that she has e s c aped the problems of  life by dying . But 
nature is still  indifferent , for in the end Maggie has d one nothing more 
than die and nothing that is  left behind her has changed .  Because of  
the lack o f  human compass i on and solidarity Maggie f inds no p lace in 
society for herself . She is  alone and isolate d ,  but nature was not the 
solut ion to her prob lems that she thought it was . 
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I n  Crane ' s  The Re d Badge of  Courage , Henry Fleming is a young man 
concerned with the que s t ion of his own courage in the face of battle . 
Through Henry and the numerous war s c ene s , Crane shows us the fut ility 
and ins ignif ic anc e of man ' s  ac t ions in a numb er of ways . Henry c ome s to 
a realizat ion of  his own , as  well as  all mankind ' s ,  .ins ignificanc e 
through the death of his friend J im Conklin and through his attemp ted 
e s c ape into what he thought would b e  the seclus ion and safety o f  nature . 
Crane also focuses on the idea of man ' s  interest in his own 
ind ividuality and his own we l l-b e ing . Man , when concerned only with 
himself , isolates  himse l f  not only from the rest  of mankind but also 
from a s ense of b elonging with anyth ing . When he places  on h imse l f  the 
burd en of  se lf-importance then he becomes less  important , isolating 
himse l f  into his own l i t t le world and away from the fellowsh ip of  
mankind . As with the men in "The Open B oat , "  Henry has to learn the 
l e sson of communion with mankind , f or it is only when men help each 
o ther that they have a s ense of b e longing . Crane , as he did in "A 
Mys tery of  Heroism , "  also at tribu t e s  animal charac teris tics to the 
a c t ions of men . The men b ehave and act in the manner of animals , often 
b e ing described as fish , chickens , wild beasts , and she ep . The ir 
animalistic charac teristics further emphas i z e  the ir ins igni f icance . 
When we first me et  Henry Fleming he is p o s i t ioned in his regiment ' s  
camp . They had b e en stationed there for almos t  two weeks waiting t o  go 
into b a t t le . During that t ime he had had p l enty of opportunity t o  
examine hims elf and to try to f i gure what h e  would d o  when i t  came t ime 
to actually to go into battle . Crane , here , begins what is to be the 
s t art of several cycles  within the s tory . The s e  cycles focus on H enry ' s  
thoughts and act ions . They repeat themse lves in various ways , some t imes 
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comparing what is happening to Henry t o  what is happening to the 
regiment . Henry ' s  cycle begins the day b e f ore they go in to battle . He 
is in the mid st of examining himse lf , focu s ing all of his energies upon 
hims e l f .  He is mo s t ly ob livious to what is going on around him and 
pre fers to remain by hims e l f . He is b e ing ext reme ly self-centered , 
concent rating on his own thoughts and emot ions and wondering how we ll he 
wi ll do  in bat t le and not on how we ll the army or his regiment wi ll do . 
Acc ording to Thomas Lorch , when the morning of the ac tual battle c ome s , 
Henry adop ts another state  o f  mind : "Henry Fleming alternat e s  be twe en 
two s t a t e s  of mind . The f irst  is s e l f-cent ered ; when in it , his pride 
and extreme cons c iousness o f  himself  l ead his thinking into 
rat ionalizat ion and his imaginat ion int o  exaggerat ion . In the s econd 
state  Henry forge ts hims e l f  and e i ther acts  ins t inc t ive ly ( animal 
imagery is usua l ly used to describe this type of act ion) or observes and 
int erpre t s  the action and his part in it accura t e ly . "  ( 3 5 2 )  The morning 
be fore the battle Henry is in the s e l f-centered state . H e  is analyz ing 
and iso lat ing himse l f  from the rest  o f  the re giment . Because he could 
not "mathemat ica l ly prove to hims e l f  that he would not run from a 
bat t l e " ( Crane , Red Badge 1 5 ) , he f e l t  fear , panic and isolat ion b e cause 
he was afraid that the re s t  o f  the regiment were a l l  fearle s s  and had 
never entertained even the not ion of running . His fears were s omewhat 
reasurred by Jim Conklin who told him , " I ' ve thought it might get too 
hot for J im Conklin in some o f  them scrimmage s ,  and if a whole lot of 
boys s tarted and run , why , I s ' pose I ' d  s tart and run . And i f  I once 
s t ar t e d  t o  run , I ' d  run like the devil , and no mis take . But if 
everybo dy was a-s tanding and a-f ight ing , why , I ' d  s t and and fight . Be 
j iminey , I would . I ' ll bet on i t . " ( Crane , Red Badge 20) Henry is 
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reassured be cause h e  had feared that a l l  the other men had no fear : 
''The youth of this tale fel t gra titud e for the se words of his comrade . 
He had f eared that all of  the untried men p o s s e s s e d  a great and corre ct 
confidence . He now was in a measure reas sured . "  ( Crane , Red Badge 2 0 )  
But , for the mos t  p a r t  Henry cont inue s t o  isolate himself . 
The morning o f  . the battle we find Henry in the se cond state of mind . 
"He was bewildered . As he ran wi th his comrades he s trenuously tried t o  
think , but all h e  knew was that i f  h e  f e l l  down tho s e  coming behind would 
tread upon him . " ( Crane , Red Badge 40)  Henry i s  now caught up in the 
act ion of tho s e  around him .  He is part of the group moving forward to 
test thems e lves in bat t le . When Henry first confronts the enemy he is 
s t ill in this frame of mind : "He suddenly lost c oncern for himself , and 
forgot to look at a menac ing fa te . He became not a man but a member . 
He felt that some thing of which he was a part - a regiment , an army , a 
cause , or a country - was in a crisis . He was welded into a common 
pers onality which was dominated by a s ingle d e s ire . " (Crane , Red Badge 
64) Henry is no longer isolated and th inking only of  himse lf . He 
become s caught up in the common cause of everyone around him and forge t s  
about his f ears . Onc e the skirmish is over and Henry h a s  t ime to think 
, however , he b e g in s  t o  feel  proud o f  himse l f  and his illusions of g lory 
return . Henry is busy f e e l ing proud o f  himself when the next attack 
begins . Because he is caught up in thought s  about himse l f  his response 
to the second a t t ack i s  one o f  f light . As Thomas Lorch exp lains , "The 
cyc le which Crane e s t ab l ishe s reveals why Henry fail s , and how he may 
succeed . He fails whenever he isolates himself , exaggerat e s  his own 
importanc e ,  gives h ims e l f  over to se l f-centered thought and imagination , 
and falls int o  romant ic illus ions . He succeeds when he forgets  hims e lf , 
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become s a part o f  the group , and sees  thing s as they are . '' ( 35 3 )  Henry 
must learn to forget hims e l f  and participate with the whole , as in "The 
Open Boat , "  where the men in the b oat have to work t o ge ther t o  survive , 
and in d o ing so d evelop a sense of community amongst thems e lves . Henry 
can lose his sense of ins ignificance if he b ecome s a memb er o f  the 
society of mankind . Henry becomes caught up in his own s e l f-importanc e ,  
however , and forgets  the rest . 
When Henry runs from his regiment , he runs to the peace fulness and 
serenity o f  nature . He has run away from the community o f  man b e cause , 
s inc e he is now concentrating upon himself , he has lost that s ense of  
c ommunion that he briefly shared . He is angry with the army and all of  
mankind be cause they have dared to ask too much o f  him .  He is too smart 
to let the army foo lishly throw his life away . When he realizes  that 
his regiment ha s held he f e e l s  angry and cheated : "He grew bitter over 
it . It s e emed that the b l ind ignorance and s tupidity of tho s e  little 
pieces had be trayed him .  He had b e en overturned and crushed b y  the ir 
lack of sense in holding the posit ion , when int e l l igent de l ib erat ion 
would have convinced them that it was impossible . He , the enl ightened 
man who looks afar in the dark , had fled because of his superior 
percept ions and knowledge . He f e lt a great anger agains t his comrades . 
He knew it could be  proved that they had b e en fool s . " (Crane , Red Badge 
88) "A dull , animal l ike reb e l lion against his f e llows , " (Crane , Red 
Badge 8 9 )  grew within him and he headed into the deep woods in order t o  
drown out the no ise of  bat t le and the reminder o f  h i s  shame . Henry 
pic tures nature as a release from his f ear and shame : "The landscape 
gave him assurance .  A fair f ie l d  holding life . I t  was the re ligion of 
peace . " ( Crane , Red Badge 9 0 )  Henry ob serves a s quirrel running in fear 
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from him and rat ionalizes  tha t this is nature ' s  way of  showing him tha t 
in running from the bat t le he did what any int e l ligent man or creature 
would do . Wha t Henry fails t o  realize at f irst is that nature is not a 
refuge for him .  It  is indif fe rent . I t  does not enforce his argument s 
and prove that he is right . After Henry ' s  first test  in bat t le he looks 
up at the sky and is surprised to f ind " the pure , b lue sky and the sun 
gleaming on the trees and f i e lds . " ( Crane , Red Badge 7 3 )  Despite man ' s  
wars and bat t le s , nature had gone on as though nothing had happened at 
all . Nature does not give Henry a s i gn o f  acceptance by allowing him t o  
enter the woods . I t  does not give him anything . Henry is j ust there , 
much like the o ther anima ls o f  the fore s t . 
As Henry moves deeper into the for e s t  he s e e s  a small animal p lunge 
into the water of the swamp and emerge with a f i sh b e twe en i t s  t e e th . 
This is j u s t  a hint that death can happen in nature as quickly as it can 
come in the world o f  man . The world o f  nature i s  not the peace ful , 
recept ive world that H enry imagine s it to b e . He eventually comes to a 
p lace where the tree  limb s form together to make a chapel . Henry is 
shocked when he dis c overs what is ins ide : "Re was b e ing looked at by a 
dead man who was s eated with his  b ack against a column-like tree • . • •  The 
eye s , staring at the youth , had changed to the dull hue t o  b e  s e en on 
the side o f  a dead f ish . The mouth was open . I t s  red had changed to an 
appalling yellow .  Over the gray skin o f  the face ran little  ant s .  One 
was trund l ing s ome sort o f  a bundle along the upp er lip . " (Crane , Red 
Badge 9 2 )  It i s  now that Henry come s t o  the realization that nature is 
not what he exp e c t ed it t o  b e . Olov Frycks tedt argues that , "When 
suddenly con fronted with the decompo s ing corpse upon whos e  face ants are 
eagerly f eeding he realizes with a shock o f  t error the real law that 
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governs nature . . • .  Nature could offer h im no e scape or relief from life 
on the battlefie ld ; in fact he had found that the laws wh ich governed 
nature were not too d iff erent from th ose wh i ch s e emed t o  rule on the 
battlefield . The corpse in the fore s t  cathedral blocked his retreat 
?Way from men and forced him back" ( l 4 2 ) . Henry has found in the forest 
what he was running away from on the battlefield . Nature will not 
protect  him from d eath . The unf e e l ing world of  nature , at  that moment , 
seeme d as crue l ,  if  no t more so , than the world of  Generals and bullets . 
What had s t arted out for Henry as  a s omewhat r e ligious experience had 
quickly turned into a b rush with the reality of the world . Mi lne Holton 
sugge s t s : "For now Henry s e e s  man ' s  real p lace and relat ionship with 
Nature , a relat ionship engaged only through d eath . Now , alone in the 
forest , s eparated  from his f e llows , he confronts that moment of  
engagement , the proce s s  of natural death itself . And he sees  
s imultaneous ly how alien and unimportant he i s  t o  the natural 
process  • . •  " ( 1 0 1 ) . There is no feeling of  renewal to Henry . He runs 
from the cathedral realizing how unimportant and small he really is . 
Henry turns b ack toward s  the wars of man and along the way be gins 
to come to an under s t anding of  the inadequacy of human pre sumpt ions . 
"Re flecting , he s aw a sor t  of  humor in the point of view of  himse l f  and 
his fel lows during the late encounter . They had t aken themse lves and 
the enemy very seriously and had imagined that they were d e c iding the 
war" (Crane , Red Badge 96-7 ) . Henry is be ginning to come to the 
realization of man ' s  l imi t e d  capabilities and the meaningle ssnes s  of  his 
act ions . When he breaks out of  the forest  and come s upon the l ine of 
wounded he mee t s  up with Jim Conklin , who has b e en mortally wound e d , and 
a tattere d  soldier , who accompanies Henry as h e  wat ches his lifelong 
Parker 39 
friend die . In the fore s t  Henry had c ome upon the nature of death , but , 
up t o  this point , Henry has not ac tua lly seen anyone close  to him die . 
He has seen people d i e , but so far he has wa tched them from a de tached 
point of view .  I n  the for e s t  Henry ha s come to a b e t ter understand ing 
of death , but now , b e caus e  Jim is a close friend , he is going to 
experience death . 
During Henry ' s  tour of duty he had always turned t o  J im for comfort 
and support . He had drawn close to him and had ac tua l ly b e gun to look 
to him as an older brother . Jim repre sented the s trength and maturity 
that was mis s ing in Henry and the loud soldier , Wilson . Of the three ,  
he has always been the s tronge s t  but , ironically , he is the firs t to 
die . In "The Open Boat , "  the O iler is the strongest  and the mos t  
seaworthy of  the occupan t s  of  the boat . Yet , of the four , he is the 
only one to d ie . He d ie s , not b e cause of the v ind i c t iveness of nature , 
but because he doe s - a vic t im of  random violence . His death is 
meaningle s s  and has no point to it , and neither does J im Conklin ' s .  His 
death he lp s Henry t o  understand the true nature of life  and death 
be tter . Like the grote sque and d is t orted f eature s  o f  the sold ier in the 
cathedral , Jim d ie s  a violent and very painful death . Olov Frycks t ed t  
exp lains that , "Fleming ' s  intense suffering at t h e  s i ght o f  his friend ' s  
death struggle i s  enhanced by his growing realization that it is totally 
meaningl e s s  and that i t s  c ruelty serves no purpose" ( l 4 3 ) . Like the 
O ilers death ,  Conklin ' s  death serves no purpos e .  Henry ' s  ind ignat ion at 
the crue lty o f  J im ' s  d eath manife s t s  i t s e l f  when he turns and shake s his 
fist at the battlefield : 
"The youth turned , with sudden , livid rage , t oward the 
battlefield . He shook his fist . He s e emed ab out to de liver a 
phill ipp ic . 
' He l l-- ' 
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The red sun was pasted in the sky l ike a wa fer" (Crane , Red 
Badge 1 1 5 ) . Henry ' s  gesture and J im ' s death are both mean ingless as the 
war does not s t op and the sun does not fall from the sky . The sun , as 
it was when Henry first not iced i t  after his first fight , as a 
repre sent a t ive of nature and i t s  indiff erence , is unaf fected . 
Frycks tedt also sugge s t s : "He re as e l sewhere in the book the sun is  a 
symbol of impassive nature • • •  We are made to see man ' s  ins i gnificance and 
the relentlessness of  the laws governing the universe" ( l 4 3 ) . Henry has 
come to the reali z a t ion that man ' s  p lace in the universe is one of 
ins i gnificance and eventually of  meaningless death . When H enry turns 
t owards the battlefield he does so in rage and in frustrat ion . He 
realizes that there is  nothing he c an do about it . He mus t  learn t o  
accept h i s  p lace i n  the univers e . But the insignif icance of  society is 
lost on much of mankind , as i llustrated by the soldiers in b lue . The 
regiment ' s  position in the b a t t l e  is not given , neither d o  they realize 
whi ch side is  winning or los ing . Even at the end of  the nov e l  the 
s o ld iers do not know if  the b a t t le is over or if anybody won . The 
soldiers do not even know why they are fighting this part icular bat t le . 
As H enry realiz e s , the war and the e f forts o f  man are meaningle s s . They 
have no consequence in the whole p ic ture . Men are dying horrib l e  deaths 
and they do not know why . Ye t ,  e ach soldier and e ach regiment thinks 
that the ir part icular unit is f i ght ing the most important part of the 
b a t t le . The men have b l indly accept e d  the fact that they must be there 
for an important reason , but none have c ons idered or even b othered to 
ask why . They are there as a uni t , but none know why . Henry realizes 
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early on that he is part of  one sma ll unit that make s up one vast b lue 
f ight ing machine . Ye t ,  he does no t really come to und erstand or a c c ept 
this idea unt il a f t er he has s e en J im d i e . When Henry left home t o  go 
to war , his mother gave us an ins igh t into his true character : "Don ' t  
go a-t�inkin ' you can lick the hu ll rebel army at the s tart , be cause yeh 
can ' t .  Yer j es t  one little fe ller amongst a hu ll lot of others , and 
yeh ' ve got to keep qu iet  an ' do what they tell yeh . I know how you are , 
Henry . " (Crane , Red Badge 9 )  Henry imagine s hims elf as an important and 
int e gral part of the army . The whole reason he j oined was be cau s e  of  
the g lorious aspirat ions he had for hims e l f . Through J im ' s death , 
however ,  Henry has c ome t o  a better  und ers tanding of  his own 
insignificanc e . 
Henry receives his "red badge of  courage" at  the hands of a union 
soldier and not a rebe l soldier . The wound is not a s i gn of c ourage for 
Henry , but it does  serve i t s  purpo se . Henry , at the t ime , is at t empt ing 
to return to his regiment and receiv e s  the wound from a retreating union 
soldier whom he is trying to keep from retreat ing : "Within him 
s ome thing b ade to cry out . He  had the impulse t o  make a ral lying 
speech , to s ing a battle hymn , but he could only get his tongue to call 
into the a ir : Why-why-what -what ' s  th ' ma t t er ? " ' ( Crane , Red Badge 1 3 7 )  
H enry has made the c omp l e t e  rou t e  back from his ini t ial flight o f  f e ar . 
He i s  now heading back t owards his unit and the war and away from 
isola t ion and lonel ine s s . He i s  now heading back towards the fellowship 
of man . Henry ' s  wound , although not the typical red b adge of c ourage , 
is a s i gn of  a victory of  sorts for h im .  But the wound does  allow him 
to rej o in his regiment without any app arent shame , and to be accepted 
once again int o  the c ompany of  man . He  is now an accepted member of  the 
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community o f  man and no longer an isola t ed individual . I t  is the end o f  
a cycle for Henry . Henry ' s  accep tanc e is marked first by the help of 
the "chee ry man" whose face Henry never sees , and by the help of the 
loud soldier , Wilson ,  who is no longer quite so loud and who has himse l f  
gone through a cyc le of  sorts . H e  t emporarily takes the place of J im 
Conklin for he is now quiet and as sured of  hims e l f  and the b lustering 
braggart has now be en replaced by someone who breaks up f i ghts ins tead 
o f  s tart ing them . Once the corporal accepts Henry ' s  s tory the 
acceptance of Henry is complete . When he lies down to s l e ep that night 
he has b e c ome part of  the men . 
Crane often points out the ins ignificance of  man , as he does 
throughout this st ory , by describ ing man and his ac t ions as portraying or 
dup l icat ing the ac t ions of  animals . This helps t o  further illustrate the 
ins ignif icanc e of man by comparing him to creatures that man believe s 
h ims elf to sup erior to . Animals are o f t en thought of  as possessing very 
l it t le intelligence and as b e ing ab le t o  l ive bas ically by ins t inct 
alone . Men , on the other hand , consider thems elves t o  live almost 
ent irely by int e l l igence with very lit t le reliance on ins t inc t . 
Throughou t The Red Badge of  Courage , however ,  we see members of society 
very o f t en relying on the ir ins tinct and b e ing bas ically animalistic in 
the ir nature . Throughout the war scenes Henry , his regiment , and both 
armie s  are d e scribed as animals . There is  no conscious , inte lligent 
thought behind the proce ss of  fight ing . They s imply throw their weapons 
to the ir shoulders and begin to fire . Aft er Henry has rej o ined his 
regiment they go into battle the next day and Henry loses hims elf in a 
bat t le frenzy : "When , in a dream ,  it oc curred t o  the youth that his 
r i f le was an impotent st ick , he lost sense of  everything but his hat e ,  
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his de sire t o  smash into pulp the glitt ering smile of  vic tory wh ich he 
could feel  upon the faces of his enemies . "  ( Crane , Red Badge 1 9 1 )  
During th is same f ight Henry i s  described as fight ing like a dog : "When 
the enemy s e emed falling back be fore him and his fellows , he went 
ins tantly forward , like a dog who , s e e ing his foes  lagging , turns and 
ins ists upon be ing pursued . " (Crane , Red Badge 1 9 2 )  Lost in the battle 
frenzy , Henry loses all consc ious thought of  the inte l ligent man within 
him and lets loose the animal side of hims e l f . During the charge that 
immediate ly followed this battle the men " snorted and blew , "  acting like 
calvary horses during a charge . When Henry tries to capture the enemy 
flag he lunged at  i t  like a "mad horse . "  Wilson "sprang at  the [ enemy ) 
flag as a panther at prey . "  Henry describes his c omrade s in arms during 
the charge as having "vicious wolf-like t emper [ s ) . "  The l ieut enant 
refers to Henry as having fought l ike a "wild cat . "  During the 
fight ing , Henry and the rest of his regiment are not l ike men . The ir 
courage and figh t ing ab ility c ome from the animal s ide of their nature . 
Whenever they pause t o  rest or t o  contemplate the ir s ituat ion they 
become like men a gain and manage to get themselves into troub le . During 
the charge they run out of wind and paus e to rest : "Among some s tolid 
trees it began t o  falter and hesitate • • •  S ince much of their st rength and 
the ir breath had vanished , they re turned t o  caut ion . They were be come 
men again . '' ( Crane , Red Badge 2 1 0 )  They begin to take s tock of the ir 
situat ion and begin to become afraid . They free z e  in one plac e and the 
enemy begins to t ake the advantage . I t  is only when the human s ide 
takes over that the men begin to get int o  t roub le . When they were under 
the influence of the ir animal natures they d id just f ine . 
When the men are afraid , however , they are also descr ibed as 
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animals . When they are s tand ing mot ionl e ss in the middle o f  the ir 
charge they are de sc ribed as  be ing "huddled l ike sheep . "  After the 
f irst battle Henry obs e rve s a soldier run " like a rabb it , "  and Henry 
follows him l ike "the proverb ial chicken . "  When Henry ' s regiment is 
marching t o  the ir first ba t t l e  Henry is afraid that they are all  go ing 
to be "kil led l ike pigs . "  But he is also afraid to say anything because 
he is afra id that i f  he i s  wrong it would " turn him into a worm . "  As 
Mordecai Marcus point s out , most o f  the fear imagery happens during the 
first part of the book and there is a progre ssion in the t e rminology 
used to de scribed Henry throughout the book . "The novel cons ists  of 
twenty-four chapters : in the f irst  twenty-three Henry has changed from 
a worm and a chicken t o  a wild cat ; in chapter twenty-f our he realizes 
that he has b e en an animal a l l  the t ime that he was fight ing , and his 
new acceptance o f  his precarious lot as a man is shown by h i s  
realizat ion that he is a man and n o t  an animal . "He was a man • • •  He had 
b e en an animal b l is t e red and sweating in the heat and pain o f  war . "  
( 3 4 5 )  Earlier Henry had le arned the l e s s on that man was no t the center 
of the universe , neither was he immorta l . Now he has to realize that 
man is not that d i f f erent from the animal s  of the field . He is capable 
o f  b e ing herded int o  posit ion j u s t  l ike cows . Marcus also  points out 
that , " In the thick of b a t t l e  Henry becomes a "we ll-meaning c ow , "  and 
there is in his eyes the look that can be  s e en in tho s e  o f  a " j aded 
hors e . ' " (Marcus 3 4 5 )  He can do what he i s  t o ld t o  do without knowing 
why he is doing it . "His mind took a mechanical but f irm impression , so 
that afterward everything was p ictured and exp lained to him ,  save why he 
hims e lf was there . " (Crane , Red Badge 209)  Henry posses s e s  the same 
ins t inc t o f  survival and d e s ire t o  l ive as animal s  do . Therefore , 
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Henry has had t o  real ize that man i s  a simp le be ing . Man cons iders 
animals , espec ia lly dome st icated one s , t o  be s imp le anima ls tha t merely 
exis t . I f  man , therefore , is s imilar to the animal , then he is also a 
s imp l e  creature . 
In the e arly stages of the book , Henry let hims elf be  rul e d  by the 
natural forc e s  of  his b ody . The s e  forc es  would dictate whe ther he would 
run , or s tay his ground and fight . As the novel progre s s e s  Henry begins 
to gain control of the se  forces  and to recognize them for what they are . 
He has p layed the role of coward , f ighter , hero , and ob server , and come 
away with a different persp e c t ive from the one he had when he ent ered 
the war . When he j o ined he d id so because he sought g lory for h ims e lf . 
He wanted nothing more than t o  b e  ab le to come home and show h i s  me dals 
o f  glory to his mother and friend s . Throughout the cour se of  the novel , 
though , Henry changes from an ind ividual concerned about his own we lfare 
to a young man who is more c oncerned about the welfare of his regiment . 
He has j oined the communi ty o f  man and has accepted the c ompromis e s  that 
this has cal led for . Eric Solomon not e s  that , "He has become a new man 
who views life in a fresh framework , not as an opportunity for glory but 
as  a j ob to be  done . " (9 7 )  What Henry had originally viewed as an 
opportunity for g lory turned int o  s ome thing that s imp ly had to b e  done . 
He has also learned that life i s  not the romant ic ideal that he thought 
it t o  be . He has s e en and experienced death first hand through the 
d eath of  Jim Conklin and he has also experienc e d  the shame of abandoning 
ano ther human b e ing to his fate . He has sought re fuge in nature ,  hoping 
to hide both himse l f  and his prob l ems , only t o  realize that nature i s  
n o t  intere s ted in the prob lems o f  man . Henry , through a comparison o f  
man to the natural world and to h i s  own animalistic nature , 
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ha s realized the insignificance o f  man . Henry h a s  l e arned of the 
importance of the c ommunity over the self  and also that the s e lf only 
become s important when he is a member of humanity . He has real ized tha t 
as  an isolated individual he was l e s s  important because he had isolated 
himse l f  away from the f e l lowship of mankind . There wa s no sense of  
c ommunity or b e l onging t o  anything . Once he e s tablishes th is sense of 
b e longing then , he becomes welded int o  the common d e s ire of  humanity . 
In The Red Badge of  Courage , Henry comes t o  a realizat ion and 
understanding of man ' s  ins i gnificance and relat ive unimp ortance in the 
univers e . He has also realized that s e lf-importance can be  found in a 
unification with humanity . The men in "The Open Boat" also come t o  the 
same c onclus ion as H enry . Both s t or i e s  relflect an opt imi s t ic and 
hopeful view of man and his relat ionship with the world around him and 
with o ther men . On the other hand though , no hope can b e  found in 
Maggie :  A Girl o f  the S tree t s , and "The Blue Hote l . "  The characters in 
the se works are at odds with both society and with the natural world . 
There i s  no understanding or e f fort at c ommunion with mankind . In "A 
Mys t e ry of  Heroism , "  there is a brief f lash of hope when Collins re turns 
to give the wounded lieutenant a drink , but it d i e s  at the end of the 
story when we realize  that no l e s s on has b e en learned . In the s e  f ive 
works Crane offers both hope for society through an understanding of 
nature and of  the importance o f  f e l l owship with humanity , and d ispare 
when man fails to realize his  own ins ignificance . 
Parke r 47  
Works C i ted 
Adams , Richard . "Natural istic Fict ion : ' The Open Boat . ' " St ephen 
Crane ' s  Career : Perspec t ives and Evaluat ions . Ed . Thoma s 
Gullason . New York : New York UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 4 2 1 -29 . 
Ahnebrink , Lars . The Beginnings of Naturalism in American Fict ion 
1 8 9 1 - 1 9 0 3 . New York : Rus s e l l  & Rus s e l l , Inc . , 1 9 6 1 . 2 1 8-20 . 
Brennan , Joseph X .  " I ronic and Symbolic S tructure in Crane ' s  Maggie . "  
S t ephen Crane ' s  Career : Perspe c t ives and Evaluat ions . Ed . Thomas 
Gullason . New York : New Y ork UP , 1 9 7 2 . 3 2 3-34 . 
Cox , James Trammel .  " S t ephen Crane as Symbolic Naturalis t : An Ana lysis 
of ' The Blue Hote l . "' S t ephen Crane ' s  Career : Perspectives and 
Evaluat ions . Ed . Thomas Gullason . New York : New York UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 
4 5 2-64.  
Crane , Stephen . "A Mystery o f  Heroism . "  The Complete  Short S torie s & 
Sket ches o f  S t ephen Crane . Ed . Thomas Gullason . Garden City , NY :  
Doubleday & C ompany , Inc . , 1 9 6 3 . 2 1 9-2 2 5 . 
Crane , S t ephen . "The Blue Hot el . "  The Works of  S tephen Crane . Ed . 
Wil s on Fol l et t . New York : Alfred A .  Knopf , 1 9 26 . 9 3- 1 3 3 .  
Crane , S t ephen . Maggie : A Girl of  the S t ree t s . The Works o f  S t ephen 
Crane . Ed . Wilson Foll e t t . New York : Al fred A .  Knopf , 1 9 2 6 . 
1 37 -85 . 
Crane , S t e phen . "The Open Boat . "  The Compl e t e  Short S torie s & Sket che s 
of  S tephen Crane . Ed . Thomas Gullason . Garden C ity , NY :  
Doub l e day & Company , Inc . ,  1 9 6 3 . 4 8 4-506 . 
Crane , S tephen . The Red Badge o f  C ourage . New Y ork : The Modern 
Lib rary , 1 95 1 . 
Frycks tedt , Olov W .  "Cosmic P e s s ism in The Red Badge o f  Courage . "  
Parke r 4 8  
Stephen Crane : A C o l l e c t ion of Crit ical Essays . Ed . Maurice 
Bas san . Eng l ewood C l i f f s , N . J . :  Prent ice-Hall , Inc . , 1 9 67 . 
1 4 1 -4 5 . 
Holton , Milne . Cyl inder of Fict ion : The Fict i on and J ournalistic 
Writing of S t ephen Crane . Baton Rouge , Louis iana : Louis iana S ta t e  
UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 3 5-1 1 8 .  
Kissane , Leedic e . "Int erpre tat ion Through Language : A S tudy o f  
Met aphors in Stephen Crane ' s  ' The Open Boat . ' " S tephen Crane ' s  
Career" Perspe c t ives and Evaluations . Ed . Thomas Gul lason . New 
York : New York UP ,  1 97 2 .  4 1 0- 1 6 .  
Lorch , Thomas .  "The Cyclical Struc ture o f  The Red Badge o f  Courage . "  
S t ephen Crane ' s  Caree r :  Persp e c t ives and Evaluat ions . Ed . Thomas 
Gullason . New York : New York UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 3 5 2-60 . 
Marcus , Morde cai and Erin . "Animal Imagery in The Red Badge of  Courage . 
S tephen Crane ' s  Care e r : Perspectives and Evaluations . Ed . Thomas 
Gul l ason . New York : New York UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 344-4 7 . 
Overmyer , Janet . "The S truc ture of  Crane ' s  Maggi e . "  S t ephen Crane ' s  
Career : Perspe c t ives and Evaluat ions . Ed . Thomas Gullason . New 
York : New York UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 320-2 2 . 
P ierle , Robert . Irony in the Fic t i on of  S tephen Crane . Diss . Auburn 
U . , 1 9 7 2 . Ann Arbor : UMI ,  1 9 7 3 . 7 3- 1 4 , 246 . 
Satterwhite , Joseph N .  " S tephen Crane ' s  ' The Blue Hot el : ' The Failure 
of  Understanding . "  S t ephen Crane ' s  Career : P erspe c t iv e s  and 
Evaluat ions . Ed . Thomas Gullason . New York : New Y ork UP ,  1 9 7 2 . 
4 4 7 -5 1 . 
Solomon , Eric . S t ephen Crane : From Parody to Rea lism . 2nd ed . 
C ambridge , Mas sachu s e tt s : Harvard UP ,  1 9 6 7 . 22-274 . 
Parke r 4 9  
S t e in ,  Wil l i am Bys she . " ' The Open Boa t , '  and The Ab surd . "  S t ephen 
Crane : A Col l ec t i on of Crit i c a l  Essays . Ed . Maur ice Bas san . 
Englewood C l i f f s , N . J . : Prent i c e-Ha l l , Inc . 1 9 6 7 . 1 50-5 3 . 
Z i f f , Larz er . "Outstripping the Event : Crane ' s  ' Maggie . ' " S t ephen 
Crane : A Collect ion of Cr itical  Essays . Ed . Maurice Bassan . 
Englewood Clif f s , N . J . :  Prent ice-Hall ,  Inc . , 1 9 6 7 . 1 0 6 -9 . 
